CITY OF SAN JOSE, CALIFORNIA HLC. Agenda: 05/07/14
Department of Planning, Building and Code Enforcement
200 E. Santa Clara St., San José, CA 95113 Iltem No. 3.a.

STAFF REPORT
HISTORIC LANDMARKS COMMISSION

FILE NO.: HL14-212, 3161 Olsen Drive (Century 21 Theater)

PROJECT DESCRIPTION: Existing Zoning CG - Commercial General
HL14-212. Historic Landmarks General Plan Neighborhood/Community
Commission-initiated designation of Commercial & Urban Village

the “Century 21 Theater” as a

ial hictari ncil Distri 1
landmark of special historical, Council District

architectural, cultural, aesthetic or Annexation Date  December 17, 1980
engineering interest or value of an Historic N/A
historic nature. Classification
Historic Area N/A
BACKGROUND

On January 9, 2014, the Historic Landmarks
Commission (HLC) nominated the Century 21
Theater (3161 Olsen Drive) as a City Landmark.
This nomination initiated proceedings for the
formal designation of the theater as a City
Landmark pending further historic analysis and
public hearings before the Historic Landmarks
Commission and the City Council.

A Special Use Permit (SP13-044) has been filed
to allow the demolition of all three of the theater
buildings. As of this date, no development permits are pending to allow new development on the
site. The addition of the building to the City’s Historic Resources Inventory as a City Landmark
would establish the requirement for the issuance of Historic Preservation (HP) permits for City
approval of the demolition or any exterior changes to the building. Whether the building is
ultimately preserved will be subject to further evaluation in conjunction with the review of any
future development proposal.

! Figure 1. Century 21 (Photo Credit: http://mobile.theverge.com/2014/4/21/5628202/sunset-on-the-domes)
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Century 21 Theater

The Century 21 Theater was constructed in 1964 and is the oldest and most intact of three theater
buildings (Century 21 (1964), Century 22 (1966) & Century 23 (1968)) that occupy an
approximately 10-acre theater complex. The theater complex is located on both sides of Olsen
Drive, adjacent to the Winchester Mystery House. The theaters closed on March 30, 2014.

The approximately 1000-seat, single-screen theater is a freestanding concrete block and steel-
framed dome of a mid-century modern and futuristic style. The theater was the first of six similar
theaters designed by Architect Vincent G. Raney in San José during the period of 1964 t01971. It
was the last single-screen dome theater in San Jose, as the others were split into multiple screens or
converted to other uses. According to the Staff Report (Attachment B) prepared by State Historian
Amy H. Crain, “the Century 21 Theater in San Jose joins the locally landmarked Cinerama Dome
in Hollywood as one of the best surviving examples of the freestanding dome type theater remaining
in California.” (Refer to National Register Registration Form, Attachment C, for additional details
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on the theater).
National Register of Historic Places

This proposed City Landmark nomination follows the decision made by the State Historical
Resources Commission on April 22, 2014 that the theater is eligible for listing on the National
Register of Historic Places. The National Register is maintained by the National Park Service and is
the federal government's official list of districts, sites, and buildings deemed worthy of preservation.
The National Park service will take final action within 45-days of receiving the State’s
recommendation.

As indicated in the Staff Report (Attachment B), the Office of Historic Preservation supported the
proposed listing, describing the Century 21 Theater as: “Virtually unaltered on its exterior, the
Century 21 Theater embodies the distinctive characteristics of the mid-century modernist style and
suburban roadside architecture popular during the 1960s.”

All National Register properties are automatically included in the California Register of Historical
Resources. Registration or eligibility for listing on the National Register of Historic Places does not
by itself place any restrictions on the use, treatment, transfer, or disposition of private property;
however, all National Register properties are automatically included in the California Register of
Historic Resources. The California Register is intended to encourage public recognition and
protection of resources of architectural, historical, archeological and cultural significance.

In addition, buildings listed in the California Register of Historical Resources are considered as
historical resources under the California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA) and, therefore, any
project that results in a substantial adverse change in the significance of an historical resource
(including demolition) may have a significant effect on the environment and will require an
Environmental Impact Report (EIR) to evaluate the proposed project.

Referral of the National Register Listing to the City of San Jose

The National Register listing was referred to the Historic Landmarks Commission on March 11,
2014 and to the City Council on March 18, 2014 for their review and comments. Both the Historic
Landmarks Commission and the City Council received extensive public testimony regarding the
proposed National Register listing.

In general, those in support of the preservation of the theater, including residents from the adjoining
neighborhood and historic preservation advocates and organizations expressed that the building
should be preserved because it is the last of its kind and one of the most iconic buildings in West
San José. They encouraged preserving the theater so that it could be updated or repurposed in
conjunction with the future development of the site. Many spoke of the sentimental value of the
Century Theaters as a primary destination for moviegoers in San José for many years.

Those in opposition to the proposed National Register listing, including the property owners,
indicated that the theater served its practical purpose and is obsolete, and that its refurbishment or
rehabilitation would be too costly. The City’s comments were forwarded in the attached letter
(Attachment D) from Mayor Chuck Reed to the State Historic Preservation Officer dated April 7,
2014. In addition, the City Council gave staff direction to proceed with City Landmark designation



Century 21 Theater (3161 Olsen Drive)
Page 4 of 7

process based on an analysis of the historic research conducted as part of the National Register
application process in lieu of the submittal of application materials.
ANALYSIS

The Department of Planning, Building and Code Enforcement commissioned Archives &
Architecture, LLC, to complete an independent, third party analysis of the National Register
nomination material (Attachment E). After reviewing the materials and considering other relevant
information, the report concluded that the Century 21 Theater was eligible for listing on the
National Register as an early and notable example of a Cinerama-type theater designed by noted
Bay Area architect Vincent G. Raney. In addition, the report evaluated the theater site for suitability
as a City Landmark under City of San José Municipal Code Section 13.48.110 (procedures for
designation of a landmark).

The evaluation found that the property qualifies for City Landmark status based on its special
historical, architectural and aesthetic interest and value to the community, as well as for the
distinctive design of the building, which is: ““an extremely fine example of Mid-century Modern
architecture, and is representative of important local emerging social, arts and entertainment
culture in San José during its period of industrialization and Suburbanization.”

Historic Landmark Criteria

Title 13 of the Municipal Code specifies that prior to recommending approval of a proposed
designation as a City Landmark, the Historic Landmarks Commission shall find that said proposed
landmark has special historical, architectural, cultural, aesthetic, or engineering interest or value of
an historical nature, and that its designation as a landmark conforms with the goals and policies of
the General Plan.

Primarily based on an analysis of the information provided in the historical evaluation prepared by
Archives & Architecture and the Application for listing on the National Register of Historic Places,
it is staff’s determination that the findings can be made that the Century 21 Theater has special
historical, architectural, cultural, aesthetic, or engineering interest or value of an historical nature.
The Municipal Code specifies that the HLC may consider the following factors, among other
relevant factors, with respect to the proposed landmark:

1. Its character, interest or value as part of the local, regional, state or national history, heritage or
culture;

Century 21 has character, interest and value as a part of local and regional history and
heritage and culture, and is a distinctive building within the Valley Fair/Santana Row area and
West San Jose.

2. Its location as a site of a significant historic event;
Not Applicable

3. lts identification with a person or persons who significantly contributed to the local, regional, state
or national culture and history;

Not Applicable
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4. Its exemplification of the cultural, economic, social or historic heritage of the city of San José;

With the dominance as the automobile, and as a freestanding Theater, the Century 21 Theater
represents the evolution from downtown movie Theaters of the pre-World War Il era to the retail
center and multiplex cinemas of the post World War 11 era.

The structure exemplifies aspects of the social and cultural heritage of San José within the theme
of Social, Arts, and Recreation as a significant building that is recognizable within the context of
the City as a whole as the first building of a new era of wide-screen cinema in San Jose.

5. Its portrayal of the environment of a group of people in an era of history characterized by a
distinctive architectural style;

The Century 21 Theater serves as a snap shot in time, embodying the 1960s-era popular culture
with its Space Age design and flying saucer shape. The design of the building speaks to the
fascination that Americans had with technology and space exploration. The structure has not been
significantly altered since its construction and retains its original massing and materials, as well
as the features that reflect its historic function, technologies, and aesthetics.

6. Its embodiment of distinguishing characteristics of an architectural type or specimen;

The building’s shape and ““Space-Age-inspired” architecture is distinctive and an increasingly
rare building type. Unlike the other dome Theaters on the site (Century 22 and 23), the Century
21 Theater was never split into smaller auditoriums, retaining its original design intended to
display widescreen films

7. lts identification as the work of an architect or master builder whose individual work has
influenced the development of the city of San José;

Architect Vincent G. Raney designed a number of buildings throughout the country but is not
considered influential to the City of San Jose specifically.

8. Its embodiment of elements of architectural or engineering design, detail, materials or
craftsmanship which represents a significant architectural innovation or which is unique.

The Century 21 Theater portrays an era of modern architectural history that is embodied in the
building’s mid-century Modern architectural style and unique space age dome design.

GENERAL PLAN CONFORMANCE

The proposed City Landmark designation conforms with the Envision San José 2040 General Plan
goals and policies that aim to preserve and enhance historic landmarks and districts in order to
promote a greater sense of historic awareness, community identity and contribute toward a sense of
place. In addition, the following policies address the designation and treatment of City Landmarks:

e Land Use Policy — 13 .3: For landmark Structures located within new development areas,
incorporate the landmark structures within the new development as a means to create a sense of
place, contribute to a vibrant economy, provide a connection to the past, and make more
attractive employment, shopping, and residential areas.

e Land Use Policy — 13.13: Foster the rehabilitation of buildings, structures, areas, places, and
districts of historic significance. Utilize incentives permitting flexibility as to their uses; transfer
of development rights; tax relief for designated landmarks and districts; easements; alternative
building code provisions for the reuse of historic structure; and financial incentives.
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ATTACHMENT A
LOCATION AND ZONING MAP

Figure 2. Zoning and project site
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IRVESTMENT TRUST

FQUNDATIONS OF OPPORTUNITY

356 Santana Row, Suite 1005
San Jose, CA 95128

PH: 408.551.4600

FX: 408.551.4616

May 5, 2014

Historic Landmarks Commission
Attention: Steven Cohen, Chair
and Members of the Commission
City of San Jose

200 E. Santa Clara Street

San Jose, CA 95113

Re:  Agenda Item 3A, May 7, 2014 Meeting
Designation of Century 21 Theater as City Landmark

Dear Chair Cohen and Members of the Commission:

This letter is written on behalf of SR Winchester, LLC, a Delaware Limited Liability Company,
which is under contract with the owners of the Century Theatres site to occupy and develop the site.

We believe that it is premature for the Historic Landmarks Commission to make any
recommendation regarding the Century 21 building (the “Building™) at this time. There is no
development application on file with the City, and no proposal has been made for the ultimate
configuration of the site. Since longstanding San Jose Policy has been not to allow demolition of any
structures except in connection with the approval of an alternative development, there appears to be no
actual urgency regarding the designation of the Building.

The premature nature of the request is evidenced in part by the historical report’s analysis that
the applicable “period of significance” is the year 1964. This year is not a “period” but happens tc be
the year that the Building was constructed, and, by happenstance, exactly 50 years ago — which
illustrates the hurried nature of this request.

We also note that the determination of eligibility for the National Register that was recently
made by the California Historic Resources Commission completely ignored the testimony of the
representative of the owner, which was presented in great detail to the Commission (and a part of which
is included in writing in the City’s Staff Report). There was no discussion at all of the evidence
presented by the representative (the granddaughter of the architect) that the architect himself would not
have thought preservation was appropriate, as he believed in the limited lifetime of structures and the



evolution of sites as times changed. She explained in some detail that the architect believed that certain
buildings were appropriate for their time, but that sites should evolve as times change and new patterns
of development replace older ones. The owner’s representative also demonstrated, with supporting
evidence, that re-use of the building as a theater would not be feasible physically or economically.

Most importantly, we believe that the Commission cannot, in fact, make the appropriate findings
for the determination of significance as a landmark in the absence of a development proposal. The
reason for this is that San Jose Municipal Code Section 13.48.110(H) requires that, in order to make
such a finding, the Commission must determine that the designation as a landmark “conforms with the
goals and policies of the general plan.” Although we note that the staff report and the historical research
report commissioned by the City both conclude that designation would conform with General Plan
policies, their analysis only considers General Plan policies that relate to historic preservation.

The General Plan contains hundreds of policies. A specific subset of policies relate to historic
preservation, but many more relate to development, jobs creation, the establishment of urban villages (of
which this property is a part), the coordination of development with transportation, and many other
issues. In the absence of a proposal for development (which may or may not involve re-use of this
Building) it is not possible for the Commission to determine that in fact such designation conforms to
the goals and policies of the General Plan as a whole.

In order to properly advise the Commission on this issue, planning staff would need to analyze
the effect of the landmark designation on a proposed development, and how such designation would or
would not conform to the goals and policies of the General Plan as a whole, not just the policies of the
General Plan that encourage historic preservation.

Accordingly, we respectfully request that the Historic Landmarks Commission make no
recommendation at this time, but instead consider the matter in light of a proposed development
application when such application is filed.

Very truly yours,

Executlve Vlce Pfesuient Western Region

Cec: Rich Buikema
Linda Callon, Esq.
Michelle Bevis
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